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Shakespeare’s “Sonnet 73” as a Poetic Emblem

That time of year thou may’st in me behold
When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang
Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,
Bare [ruin’d] choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.
In me thou seest the twilight of such day
As after sunset fadeth in the west,
Which by and by black night doth take away,
Death’s second self, that seals up all in rest.
In me thou seest the glowing of such fire
That on the ashes of his youth doth lie,
As the death-bed whereon it must expire,
Consum’d with that which it was nourish’d by.
This thou perceiv’st, which makes thy love more strong,
To love that well, which thou must leave ere long.




Shakespeare’s “Sonnet 73” concludes with a puzzling couplet.  What is “this” which the auditor perceives?  Why does his perception make his love grow stronger?  What does he love?  Why is he obliged to leave what he loves well?  Answers are difficult because of the vagueness of the situation and the relationship between speaker and auditor.  Two common interpretations try to clarify matters by making one or another substitution for a presumed ellipsis after “thy love.” 

One set of answers depends on the complement “of me,” or the speaker, to the presumed ellipsis after “thy love.”  The couplet thus reads: consideration of me in my condition makes you love me more because you must leave me soon.  The interpretation imagines the speaker to be a dying man self-indulgently and self-pityingly describing the auditor’s greater love for him on the occasion, with a hint of emotional sustenance in the incendio amoris tradition.  This note of self-indulgence and self-pity is unattractive enough to tempt us to try for a more satisfactory interpretation.

Another set depends on the complement “of your youth”, or the auditor’s, to the same presumed ellipsis.  The couplet thus reads: consideration of my condition makes you love your youthfulness the more because you must age and lose vigor.  The interpretation imagines the speaker’s characterization of characterizing the auditor’s reaction to the dying man’s deteriorating condition, an increased enjoyment of his time left to him, in the carpe diem tradition.  Despite its glib attraction, this interpretation  does not explain why the auditor is obliged or compelled to leave the speaker.





These two interpretations make two assumptions.  The first is that the presumed ellipsis after “thy love” lacks—and needs—a specific complement. The second is the referent of “This” to the speaker’s condition.  This assumption must be qualified.  There is no denying that the phrase “in me” in the first line of each quatrain calls the auditor’s attention to the speaker.  But there is also no denying that the speaker specifically invites the auditor to see his condition as represented in three quatrains: complex images clusters which serve as metaphors for the speaker’s condition.  The first quatrain presents “That time of year,” with nearly bare branches likened to church choirs in which birds, like choir members, sang.  The second quatrain presents “the twilight of such day,” with its diminished light as night, likened to death and ensuing rest, approaches after sunset.  The third quatrain presents “the glowing of such fire,” with ashes of dying embers in a fireplace likened to a “death-bed.”  These complex image clusters enrich the representation of the speaker’s condition, and the analogical similarity of the metaphors reinforces that representation.  However, the couplet refers less to the speaker or his condition than to the late-in-time or –process similarity of these metaphoric images, and thereby suggests a transcendent meaning.

Two trends are evident from quatrain to quatrain.  First, the prominence of temporal reference diminishes until all such reference disappears.  The decreased emphasis on time in each first line is compensated for by increased elaboration in the following lines, which characterize and make more precise the time of year, the time of day, and the status of a fire.  Second, the imagery progressively heightens awareness of light, and particularly light given off by fire, even as we sense a growing darkness.  The speaker invites the auditor to observe through him images seen in the flux of time and light.

The flux of time and its effects are exhibited in each quatrain.  In the first quatrain, the yellow of autumn leaves and the ruin of the choirs point to decay and dissolution.  The hanging leaves suggest the tenuousness of life; the leaves already fallen as well as by the recent departure of birds, its evanescence.  The wind-blown branches shaking in the cold, complete the sense of passing time and its ravages.  In the second quatrain, the light fading after sunset into the blackness of night implies the passing of time and, explicitly by the appositive, death.  As night takes away light and death takes away life, their aggressiveness suggests the frailty of life.  The finality of the end of a lifetime appears in the sealing up of “all,” light or life, “in rest.”  In the third quatrain, the reciprocal meanings of the verbs “Consum’d” and “nourish’d” show the self-limiting character of human life, the inherent inevitability of death.









The Order of The Burial of the Dead accounts for the progress of the three quatrains and reinforces the theme of sic transit gloria mundi.  Repeating “in me” in the first line of each quatrain, the speaker makes himself an emblem of transitoriness and invites, through him, the auditor to perceive the passing of the world in time.  Sequencing these three perceptions, the speaker enables the auditor to view this passing of the world in terms of a well-known ritual—church service, preparation of the body for burial, and ashes.  The increasing darkness of the natural world points in this direction.  At the same time, the progressive emphasis on light, from “yellow” to “sunset” to “glowing of such fire” may suggest the fiery end of the world on the Day of Judgment. 

The vagueness of pronoun reference and the void of ellipsis in the couplet support this theme.  The first line includes the indefinite reference “This” and the ellipsis after “thy love”; the second line, the indefinite references “that” and “which.”  Vagueness and void give a sense of generality which should caution against specificity and substitution.  Thus, I have carefully argued that “This” is both the speaker’s condition and the world in flux and that the ellipsis and the other indefinite pronouns signify transitory things soon left.  That is, as they will soon leave you, you must, perforce, leave them.  The theme sic transit gloria mundi reflects a diminished valuation of the world.
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